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EARLY HISTORY OF SEASIDE VILLAGE 

Bridgeport experienced a big influx of immigrants 

and industrial workers in the late 1800’s and early 

1900’s as the city became the major industrial 

center in Connecticut.14  Bridgeport’s population 

increased more than threefold from 1880 to 1914, 

growing from 30,000 to 115,000 as immigrant 

labor arrived and manufacturing expanded.15   

World War I brought large munitions orders from 

the English, French, and Russian armies.  Other 

companies manufactured war-related products, 

which contributed to the population expansion.   

From 1914 to 1916, the population grew from 

115,000 to 175,000 as Bridgeport factories 

supplied European countries and the U.S. with 

war-related products.16  By 1918, Bridgeport had 

over $60 million in work contracts for the federal 

government for the war effort.17    Remington 

Arms alone produced 50 percent of the U.S. 

Army’s small-arms cartridges and employed 

17,000 laborers.18   

The manufacturers had expanded their 

factories, but were unable to meet production 

quotas due to a severe lack of adequate 

housing for the workers.  The housing shortage 

was so severe that workers were buying train 

tickets and sleeping in the railway terminal, 

renting eight hour shifts in rooming houses to 

sleep, and the City even considered building 

massive tents for housing up to 10 families.19  

In addition to the housing shortage, the 

facilities that housed the workers and their 

families were inadequate.  Tenements, the 

primary housing for factory workers and their 

families were dark, often windowless, with  a 

                                                           
14 Chisholm, Hugh, ed., "Bridgeport", Encyclopædia Britannica, 3 (11th ed.), Cambridge University Press, 1911, 
p. 532 
15 Nolen, John, and Frank Backus. Williams. Better City Planning for Bridgeport; Some Fundamental Proposals to 
the City Plan Commission. Brewer-Colgan Co. Printers, 1916. 
16 “WWI-Era Housing Superbly Crafted.” The Bridgeport Post, 25 Nov. 1990, pp. D1–D1. 
17 Hubbard, 1919. 
18 Donohue, 2015 
19 “Bridgeport's Housing Situation.” Housing Betterment, vol. 5, no. 2, May 1919, pp. 6–7. 

Figure 4 – Better City Planning for Bridgeport, John Nolan, 
1916 

Figure 5 – Tenement Homes Along Iranistan in Background, Crane 
Field in Foreground, November 1918 
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cities across the United States.26  The U.S. 

Housing Corporation asked the Bridgeport 

Housing group to act as their local agents 

and gave them the task of selecting the 

architects, directing the design, and 

securing the builders.27 

To solve the housing crisis for workers 

serving the war effort, the United States 

Housing Corporation was formed in July 

1918 with $100 million in capital.  They 

partnered with the Bridgeport Housing 

Company and examined 20 housing sites in 

Bridgeport deciding upon 7 of them (two of 

which, were abandoned on the signing of 

the armistice).  These sites were located to 

bring the greatest number of workers within walking distance of their work.  They were also designed to 

serve as models for safe and attractive housing compared to the tenement buildings.  This is one reason 

they were made of brick instead of wood.  They were also designed for better ventilation and light than 

the tenement buildings.   The costs were kept down by the small size of the units and the use of only a 

few building designs.28   

The first of the United States Housing Corporation projects to be completed was Black Rock Gardens, 

followed by the Wilmot Apartments, both designed by Sturgis with Skinner and Walker as associate 

architects. Seaside Village, the third to be finished, was designed by Sturgis with Andrew H. Hepburn as 

associate architect.29 

At this time Seaside Village was known as the 

“Crane Tract.”  The units were designed for 

regular workers, who would normally live in 

low grade tenements.30  The houses were 

planned for “the needs and salary of the man 

who will never be able to earn more than an 

ordinary wage.  The comfort of his family and 

conditions which will provide them with a 

chance to live under good conditions and 

sanitary surroundings have been carefully 

studied, and it is thought that the government 

will favor the plan of selling the houses to 

tenants if they so desire.”31  

                                                           
26 Hubbard, 1919. 
27 1944 article from Bridgeport Library, missing first page 
28 Hubbard, 1919. 
29 “Wartime Emergency Housing In Bridgeport, 1916 - 1920.” National Register of Historic Places 
30 National Builder, 1920. 
31 Government Aids, 1918 

Figure 8 – Crane Tract During Construction, Nov. 1918 

Figure 9 – View Across Iranistan from Crane Field, July 1918 
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The Master Plan also played a role in the Rebuild by Design project, which had been created in response 

to the devastation in the northeastern United States caused by Superstorm Sandy.  The U.S. Department 

of Housing and Urban Development and the Presidential Hurricane Sandy Rebuilding Task Force initiated 

the Rebuild by Design Competition (RBD). The competition created innovative community and policy-

based proposals to protect coastal communities most at risk due to increasingly severe weather events 

and future uncertainties.  During the final phase of the competition, the team focused on Bridgeport to 

integrate urban development with natural systems, so that Bridgeport could become a model for other 

cities along the Long Island Sound and throughout New England.  

Seaside Village’s Master Plan gave Bridgeport’s proposal a credible research and data-based document 

that addressed the kind of sustainability issues that the Rebuild by Design team would focus on for the 

city.  Yale’s prior involvement with Seaside Village’s Master Plan and the knowledge base that they 

acquired from this project enabled them to link their research to the larger scale issues facing Bridgeport 

that this national competition was addressing and helped to secure funding for Bridgeport.83   

The city was awarded $10 million for planning, design, and construction via the federal government’s 

Rebuild by Design competition.  Arcadis, which had been advising Bridgeport on resilience since 2014, 

helped the city secure another $41 million in funding through HUD’s National Disaster Resilience 

competition for 2015-16.  Construction should begin in the Spring of 2019 and be completed in the Fall 

of 2022.  Projects will included a $6.5 million storm-water system and a 2.5 acre storm-water park to 

manage water runoff along Iranistan.84  

 Alan Plattus, Director of the Yale Urban Design Workshop, from the Seaside Village Sustainable Master 

Plan, got involved in the Rebuild by Design and Resilient Bridgeport projects. 85  Seaside Village became 

part of the study area, but the final project included the Marina Village area, not the village itself due to 

budget constraints. 

In addition to its role in securing funding to prevent 

flooding in the South End, the Master Plan was the 

inspiration for Seaside Village’s Rain Garden Project.  A 

major focus of the master plan was on the use of green 

infrastructure to manage storm water runoff and 

reduce neighborhood flooding.  The Urban Ecology Lab 

at Yale University came up with possible sites for 

experimental rain gardens to deal with the extra water 

in a more natural way, allowing it to be slowly absorbed 

into the ground after flooding.  A corner of the field 

near the end of the parking lot was selected as the ideal 

site because of the seasonal flooding of the field all the 

way to Atlantic Street and adjacent parking lot.  

University of Connecticut students built the rain 

                                                           
83 Phone call with Lydia Silvas, 18 July 2018. 
84 Caulfield, John.  “Resilience team selected to help protect a vulnerable Bridgeport, Conn., from floods.”  Building 
Design + Construction, 21 February, 2018.  Website.  Retrieved 8/4/18. 
85 Email correspondence with Diego Celis, 16 July 2018 

Figure 25 – Rain Garden, 2014 
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gardens, the city of Bridgeport donated materials, machinery and many plants after construction.86   

The rain garden area consists of six experimental rain gardens, 

approximately 8’ x 22’, which receive runoff from the 

community parking lot via a series of pipes. A few feet below 

the ground surface, an impermeable clay layer confines 

underlying groundwater—but in each rain garden, a permeable 

sand wick perforates the clay.  The initial (2011, 2012) wetland 

plant community failed due to inundation with storm surge 

from Long Island Sound, brought by Hurricane Sandy in 2012. 

The most recent replanting event (in 2013) used only salt-

tolerant native New England marsh species.87 

The Nature Conservancy and Groundworks Bridgeport have an 

annual commitment to maintaining the gardens in partnership 

with Seaside Village.  The day-to-day maintenance and plantings 

have been handled by a resident volunteer, Diego Celis.88   

Seaside Village endured two catastrophic floods within a 

14 month period with Irene in 2011 and Sandy in 2012.  

Hurricane Irene’s 3 foot storm surge left behind more 

than $600,000 in damages.89  Sandy’s 9 foot storm surge90 

was worse than Irene, destroying mechanicals in 

basements that had been replaced a year before after 

Irene and reaching units that had not been affected by 

Irene.  Approximately 140 units benefited from 

installation of new electrical panels raised to the first 

level, sump pumps and other work to help make their 

units more resilient in future storms thanks to grants from 

the Robin Hood Relief Fund,91 United Way,92 and other 

funders. 

                                                           
86 Email correspondence with Diego Celis, 16 July 2018 
87 Pang, Selena.  “Influence of Plan Community and Media Composition on the Water Budgets of Coastal Rain 
Gardens.”  Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies, 2014. 
88 Email correspondence with Diego Celis, 16 July 2018 
89 Allen, Arthur.  “Sooner or Later at Seaside.”  Landscape Architecture, Nov. 2013, p. 188-197. 
90 Burgeson, John & Genevieve Reilly.  “Rising Above the Tide: 5 Years Since Sandy.”  Connecticut Post.  28 Oct. 
2017. 
91 “Seaside Village Residents Benefit from Robin Hood Relief Fund Grant.”  Bridgeport News, 12 Oct. 2013. 
92 “Seaside Village Gets Much Needed Storm Recovery Funds.” United Way of Coastal Fairfield County, 
www.unitedwaycfc.org/.  Website.  Retrieved July 20, 2018. 

Figure 27 – Resident Navigating Seaside Village 
Streets in a Canoe, 2012 

Figure 26 – Rain Garden Path, 2015 

http://www.unitedwaycfc.org/
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Many of the plantings in the Village and some trees were destroyed by the salt water floods.  Villagers 

have replanted many flowers and shrubs.  The Seaside Village Tree Committee worked with Bridgeport’s 

tree warden on stump removal and have replaced 39 trees since the storms.  A walk through the village 

in the spring or summer shows the pride that villagers take in their yards and common areas. 

Seaside Village’s love of gardens has become known to some in the botanical community.  Seaside 

Village even has a rose named after it in the New York Botanical Gardens.   A Seaside Village resident, 

Diego Celis, found a double mutation of a wild beach rose near the village.  He brought a few of the 

cuttings to the New York Botanical Garden, where the curator of the Peggy Rockefeller rose garden, 

Stephen Scaniello, named it “Seaside Joy” after Seaside Village.  Seaside Joy looks like an old rose, with 

cupped flowers and an intense fragrance.  

In 2014, the Seaside Village Garden 

Committee decided to build a community 

garden with raised beds for vegetable 

production as well as a fenced-in dog run.93  

Village residents took on the task of building 

the raised beds.  The first season 15 were 

built.  They have since expanded to 50.  

There will be a maximum of 64 beds when 

completed.94   

 

 

 

                                                           
93 Mittermaier, Pascal.  “Gardens Protect Cities from Flooding, Storms and Climate Change.”  www.lifegate.com, 20 
Oct. 2015 
94 Email correspondence with Diego Celis, 13 July 2018. 

Figure 28 – Rose in New York Botanical Gardens Named for Seaside Village, 2017 

Figure 29  – Building Community Garden, 2014 

http://www.lifegate.com/
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An arbor with a picnic table next to the gardens has created a relaxing location for village potlucks and 

impromptu picnics.   

The following quote from Yale’s Master Plan captures the essence of Seaside Village’s first 100 years 

succinctly:  

Seaside Village is a jewel in the crown of a proud old industrial city.  Not only is it a 

survivor from a crucial period in the urban and industrial history of Bridgeport, it is a 

significant and widely known landmark in the history of American housing and 

community design.  While much of the economic, institutional and architectural fabric 

of the era it represents has lost its purpose and declined or disappeared, Seaside 

Village is a thriving community whose population has transitioned from factory 

workers to a diverse group of mixed-income residents, devoted to both the heritage 

and the current life of the Village.95 

                 Seaside Village Sustainable Master Plan, 2011 

                                                           
95 Seaside Village Sustainable Master Plan. Yale University, 2011, pp. 1–77. 

Figure 30 – Community Garden, 2017 Figure 31 – Residents Enjoying Garden Area, 2017 
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SEASIDE VILLAGE’S ROLE IN U.S.  ARCHITECTURE  

 

“Buildings at Seaside Village in Bridgeport, Connecticut are modulated, articulated, and set about in such 

a way that one can almost imagine oneself walking through a European village instead of being in a 

public housing project designed for American shipbuilders during World War One.  The simplicity of the 

neighborhood plan for Seaside is evident from a casual glance at its layout, but a closer look reveals how 

the individual buildings have been artfully arranged with respect to the street, to open spaces, and to 

one another to produce spatial relationships of lasting interest”96   

  Randall Arendt, American Planning Association, 1999 

 

“The curvilinear layouts recommended by FHA is the 1930s set the standards for the design of post 

World War II subdivisions.  They evolved from Garden City suburbs such as Seaside Village…”  97   

The “English Garden Style,” use of organic curvilinear designs seen in Seaside Village came into 

widespread use in the post-World War II single family subdivisions which favored cul-de-sacs and 

curving streets.  Cul-de-sacs were used to create a sense of enclosure and privacy.   The curving streets 

created visual interest.  This is still a common sight in the suburbs, but remains unusual in an urban 

environment where most developments are set out in a grid pattern.98   

  David L. Ames & Linda Flint McClelland, National Register of Historic Places, 2002 

 

Bridgeport historian, Charles Brilvitch has stated that Seaside Village is the “first planned garden 

community in the United States” predating Sunnyside Gardens in Queens99  He also said the 

developments in Bridgeport were the first attempts by the federal government to build “English Garden 

City” housing.  ”They were a model of what could be done.”100  

  Charles Brilvitch, 1997 

 

“The attention to design and the quality of the craftmanship and architecture – these all are 

components that make these housing complexes so distinctive.”101   

John Herzan, National Register Coordinator for the state Historic Commission, 1990 

  

                                                           
96 Arendt, Randall.  Crossroads, Hamlets, Village, Town: Design Characteristics of Traditional Neighborhoods - Old 
and New. American Planning Association, Planning Advisory Service, Report Number 487/488, 1999, pp. 32–33. 
97 Ames, 2002. 
98 “Ames, 2002. 
99 Branch, 1993. 
100 “Vintage Homes Admired,” Connecticut Post, August 24, 1997 
101 “WWI-era Housing, 1990.  
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